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Abstract 
 The purpose of this action research project was to study the impact of self-set writing 
goals on student intrinsic motivation and academic outcomes. The study was conducted at a K-
12 classical charter school in middle school Tier II special education, meaning they spent 
between 22% and 60% of their school day in special education or related service settings. The 
project used a variety of data to understand the impact of self-set goals on student intrinsic 
motivation and academic outcomes with regard to writing. A questionnaire and time-on-task 
observation data used during the baseline, first, and second writing tasks were used to measure 
student intrinsic motivation, while a standardized rubric was used to measure student academic 
writing outcomes. After analyzing the data, student self-set writing goals may have had a 
positive impact on intrinsic motivation, but had a statistically significant impact on student 
academic writing outcomes.  
Keywords: goal setting, special education, cognitive evaluation theory, intrinsic motivation, 
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Intrinsic motivation, “doing an activity for the inherent satisfaction of the activity itself” 
(Ryan & Deci, 2000), specifically student intrinsic motivation for writing, can be negatively 
impacted when students perceive a lack of competence and autonomy. Furthermore, there is a 
beauty for students to discover with writing beyond communication. Writing is a form of self-
expression, an avenue for persuasion, and an opportunity for brainstorms and aspirations to take 
initial form. Writing involves much more than putting words on a page and it is vastly complex, 
particularly for learners as they discover the stages of the writing process (Bruning & Horn, 
2000). However, despite the many benefits of academic and leisure writing, students lack the 
intrinsic motivation that results in heightened “interest, excitement, and confidence” (Ryan & 
Deci, 2000).  
Student aversion to writing comes from a variety of sources that include pressure of high-
stakes testing and writing used as a punishment (Sullivan, 2011; Brodkey, 1995 as cited by 
Sullivan 2011). Although students may see writing as a gift, it can result in increased anxiety and 
negatively affect their abilities (Palmquist & Young, 1992 as cited by Bruning & Horn, 2000). 
"The challenge for educators is to help students see that writing’s benefits outweigh its 
considerable effort and risks” (Bruning & Horn, 2000, p. 27). Teachers must also ensure students 
are experiencing the joy and magic of written communication daily (Sullivan, 2011). Educators 
are tasked with not just teaching the writing process, but also assisting students in developing an 
intrinsic motivation to become empowered writers. 
There is literature that offers suggestions for increasing students’ intrinsic motivation in 
middle schools in traditional public education. However, there is little research on how to 
increase intrinsic motivation of learners in special education in charter schools. Research 
regarding increasing motivation in special education is essential as it is often difficult to conjure 
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innate motivation in students that have experienced sustained lack of success. For writing for the 
satisfaction of writing itself to occur, research has shown that student-set mastery goals, peer and 
teacher feedback, and choice allow for increased autonomy and competence resulting in 
increased intrinsic motivation. However, it is unclear how the former elements impact 
empowerment and proficiency in the middle school special education classroom.  
The study of intrinsic motivation is not a new concept, but how intrinsic motivation 
relates specifically to writing outcomes, both with regard to engagement and academic 
achievement, has not been as widely studied. As a result, there is a need to explore how to 
intrinsically motivate students that appear unmotivated. This is especially true for students in 
special education as lower motivation resulting from repeated lack of success is prominent. 
Therefore, the purpose of this action research study was to explore how students’ self-set goals 
and incremental self-progress monitoring can be leveraged to empower student writing outcomes 
in Tier II middle school special education environments, meaning they spent between 22% and 
60% of their school day in special education or related service settings..  
Theoretical Framework 
 Ryan and Deci (2000), developers of the Self Determination Theory (SDT), define SDT 
as follows: “the needs for competence, relatedness, and autonomy which when satisfied yield 
enhanced self-motivation” (p. 68). In this case, competence is defined as confidence in abilities, 
relatedness as the connection between individuals or situations, and autonomy as choice and 
opportunity for self-direction (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Deci and Ryan (2000) built on this definition 
using cognitive evaluation theory (CET). CET focuses on two of the three needs defined by 
SDT, the needs for competence and autonomy. Given the importance of autonomy and 
competence to intrinsic motivation, CET provides the theoretical framework for this study, 
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which provided the right circumstances allows intrinsic motivation to flourish. Additionally, the 
theory highlights feedback, choice, and freedom from evaluations, all of which can lead to 
feelings of competence and intrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Support for CET comes 
from additional research by Reeve (2012) who suggests that “any external event that affects 
students’ perceived autonomy or perceived competence will necessarily affect their intrinsic 
motivation” (p.156). Some reinforcements to increase internal student motivation are choice, 
encouragement, positive feedback, and self-determination (Katz & Assor, 2007; Reeve et al., 
2003; Reeve & Jang, 2006; Ryan; as cited by Reeve, 2012), and within self-determination, 
students are taught to self-regulate, including to self-set autonomous goals.   
CET suggests that the intervention developed by the teacher in this study was based on 
the students’ needs for competence and autonomy. As a result, it helped develop the teacher’s 
current understanding of student motivation in writing in a special education setting. 
Additionally, students must have self-investment and have access to the necessary resources for 
any given task in order to believe they are able to achieve the given assignment if motivation is 
to be increased. According to CET, the foci of competence and autonomy in this study played a 
role in shaping the conceptions of self-determined goal setting on student motivation and 
outcomes in writing. 
Review of Literature 
To better understand the importance of intrinsic motivation in student writing, extrinsic 
motivation must be defined and the implications of both must be examined. Individuals that are 
intrinsically motivated do activities for the benefits and joy of the activity itself (Ryan & Deci, 
2000), while extrinsically motivated individuals complete activities to achieve outcomes other 
than learning (Deci, 1971). Though the two types of motivation are starkly different, they may 
Running Heading: GOAL SETTING AND ENGAGEMENT  6 
have some similar outcomes such as heightened performance, perseverance through challenges, 
and creativity (Deci & Ryan, 1991; Sheldon, Ryan, Rawsthorne, & Ilardi, 1997). However, those 
that are more intrinsically motivated tend to have more “interest, excitement, and confidence” 
(Deci & Ryan, 2000). Additionally, research states that students are often punished by rewards 
because the reward “undermine[s] the intrinsic motivation that promotes optimal performance” 
(Kohn, 1999, p. 69).  Extrinsic rewards often result in more damage to long-term motivation 
(Sullivan, 2011). Kohn (1999, p.63) best summarizes it as “when we are working for a reward, 
we do exactly what is needed to get it and no more.” He also goes so far to argue that grades 
cannot be considered intrinsic motivation as they “undermine the sort of motivation that leads to 
excellence” (Kohan, 1999, p. 203). Thus, there are opportunities for extrinsic motivation in the 
classroom; however, intrinsic motivation produces outcomes that reach beyond the former and 
while creating a lasting impact.  
Cognitive Evaluation Theory 
Richard M. Ryan and Edward L. Deci (2000), founders of the Self Determination Theory 
(SDT), define SDT as follows: “the needs for competence, relatedness, and autonomy which 
when satisfied yield enhanced self-motivation” (p. 68). In this case, competence is defined as 
confidence in abilities, relatedness is the connection between individuals or situations, and 
autonomy is defined as choice and opportunity for self-direction (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Deci and 
Ryan (2000) used this definition to support their development of Cognitive Evaluation Theory 
(CET). CET focuses on two of the three needs defined by SDT, the needs for competence and 
autonomy. The definition of CET was applied in this study, given the importance of autonomy 
and competence, which given the right circumstances allows intrinsic motivation to flourish. 
Additionally, the theory highlights feedback, choice, and freedom from evaluations, and can lead 
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to feelings of competence and intrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Reeve (2012) echoes 
Ryan and Deci’s sentiment stating, “any external event that affects students’ perceived autonomy 
or perceived competence will necessarily affect their intrinsic motivation” (p.156). Additional 
opportunities for increasing internal student motivation are choice (Katz & Assor, 2007), 
encouragement (Reeve & Jang, 2006), positive feedback (Ryan, 1982), and self-determination 
(Reeve et al., 2003), and within self-determination, students are taught to self-regulate, including 
to self-set autonomous goals (Reeve, 2012).   
Student Mastery Goal Setting  
Researchers have tried to increase student intrinsic motivation in writing through the use 
of mastery, or learning, goals. Mastery goals “focus on knowledge and skill attainment and 
achieving a sense of competence” (Troia et al., 2013, p. 20), which directly aligns with Ryan and 
Deci’s (2000) cognitive evaluation theory (CET). Additional benefits of student-created mastery 
goals are higher self-efficacy, self-regulation, and achievement (Troia, 2013). Mastery goal 
creation allows students to see writing as purposeful and meaningful. However, it is not enough 
for students to create the goal. Teachers must also provide strategy instruction (Graham, 1997), 
procedural support strategies (Graham, 1997), and give feedback (Borkwoski, Weyhing, & Carr, 
1993), to help increase students’ intrinsic motivation and self-efficacy (Bruning & Horn, 2000). 
Graham, Harris, and Santangelo (2015) found through a meta-analysis that setting high and 
realistic expectations encourages students to increase their efforts. They found allowing for time 
for self-reflection and setting goals that are attainable in fourth through eighth grade general 
education classrooms resulted in 80% of all students increasing their scores, while 57% of 
students with a learning disability increased their writing scores (Graham, Harris, & Santangelo, 
2015).   
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Students setting mastery goals for themselves helps increase willingness to complete 
challenging tasks (Magnifico, 2010). Teaching students how to set goals for writing and self-
monitor achievement of goals, assists in production and interest (Magnifico, 2010). When given 
complex writing tasks, setting goals leads to higher student motivation, but the tasks must be 
able to be completed with reasonable effort (Magnifico, 2010). To increase the likelihood of 
attaining a goal, the goal should be linked to curriculum, have an action plan, and the progress 
should be frequently monitored, weekly at a minimum, to ensure desired performance (Lee, 
Palmer, & Wehmeyer, 2009). Breaking down complex functions into relatable goals with 
definitions of success, self-evaluation of performance, and making appropriate adjustments based 
on self-evaluations helps students to achieve complex writing tasks (Schunk & Zimmer, 1994). 
Furthermore, when streamlining goal into an action plan, reflection should ensure students 
understand what actions need to be taken, what barriers may exist, how to remove barriers, and 
when the plan will begin (Lee, Palmer, & Wehmeyer, 2009). As a result of methodical planning, 
student motivation increases when they see the relationship between their effort and outcomes 
(Wigfield, Eccles, & Rodriguez, 1998).  Frequent goal setting and progress monitoring leads to 
supporting student motivation instead of interfering with it (Reeve, 2012). Additional advantages 
include improved executive functioning skills, increase in confidence and participation, and 
improved generalization of expectations and habits from school to home (Lee, Palmer, & 
Wehmeyer, 2009). It also aids in how a writer views their own “self-efficacy, self-concept, 
competence, and self-regulation” (Magnifico, 2010, p.178) in relation to their goal setting which 
all impact their internal beliefs and desire to write.  
Autonomous goal creation connects directly to cognitive evaluation theory (CET) 
through classroom events that may include, “classroom goal structures, feedback, evaluations, 
Running Heading: GOAL SETTING AND ENGAGEMENT  9 
and the Friday afternoon vocabulary quiz” (Reeve, 2012, p. 158). However, the goals do need to 
be carefully framed if an increase in intrinsic motivation and outcomes is to happen. For 
example, individuals who set intrinsic goals, or goals that focus on the improving the 
community, overall health, or personal growth, are more invested in their goals because they are 
self-satisfying (Vanteenkiste, Lens, & Deci, 2006). However, extrinsic goals, or goals motivated 
by rewards, money, fame, or physical appearance, results in poorer attention and take away from 
the importance of the learning task itself (Vanteenkiste, Lens, & Deci, 2006). As a result, when 
instructors help students create goals or review the learning objectives for a class it is essential 
they focus on, “the long-term relevance to themselves in terms of intrinsic goals such as personal 
growth, meaningful relationships with others, becoming more healthy and fit, or contributing to 
their community” (Vanteenkiste, Lens, & Deci, 2006, p.28). Magnifico (2010) agrees, suggesting 
that authentic tasks motivate students to engage deeply because they help students see the 
importance of the task and increase students’ ability to connect the information outside of 
classroom walls. When students set goals that are mastery-based or intrinsically motivated, 
versus goals that are progress based or extrinsically motivated, they experience more success at 
achieving these goals (Magnifico, 2010). However, when the targets are extrinsically motivated, 
students opt for more manageable tasks and apply little effort to make the goal (Magnifico, 
2010).   
Positive Feedback 
Positive feedback and feedback that leads to growth, coupled with goals, throughout the 
writing process can increase student intrinsic motivation by increasing student feelings of 
competence (Bruning & Horn, 2000). Bruning and Horn (2000) suggest feedback as being 
“crucial for writers because it allows them to see the discrepancies between their current 
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performance and their goals” (p.32). Administering feedback can take place in a variety of 
formats and can increase both student intrinsic motivation and writing achievement (Bruning & 
Horn, 2000). Feedback can come in the form of evaluation software (Wilson & Czik, 2016), peer 
feedback (Magnifico, 2010), teacher feedback (Bruning & Horn, 2000), and self-reflection and 
can result in outcomes of feelings on increased competence, autonomy (Ryan & Deci, 2000), and 
improved writing outcomes as a result of addressing inconsistencies (Bruning & Horn, 2000).  
Additionally, providing positive support and feedback related to writing goals helps to 
build student competence (Bruning & Horn, 2000). For example, when teachers break writing 
tasks down into smaller parts, students can better manage and monitor their progress. 
Additionally, this breakdown of tasks allows teachers to provide feedback related to students’ 
progress towards meeting goals (Ames, 1992). Also, the crucial feedback that writers get from 
their readers impacts their intrinsic motivation to write (Magnifico, 2010). For example, “teacher 
feedback that focuses improving the impact of students’ writing” (Magnifico, 2010, p.178) may 
help to foster student intrinsic motivation.  
When students experience success as the result of positive feedback, it results in 
increased efficacy and motivation to continue through difficult tasks (Bruning & Horn, 2000). 
Also, when students make improvements to their writing, they see their ability to improve their 
writing which, in turn, increases their overall intrinsic motivation (Bruning & Horn, 2000). Once 
given specific feedback, students can hone in on inconsistencies and additional strategies can be 
applied to continue to move towards meeting goals and improving writing (Bruning & Horn, 
2000). Students respond positively when specific suggestions are given to improve student 
writing outcomes, and this can result in improved goal-setting as well (Straub, 1996,1997; 
Bruning & Horn, 2000). Also, teachers better monitor student progress when giving feedback, 
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and thus make revisions to their lessons to better meet student needs (Graham, Harris, & 
Santangelo, 2015). Providing feedback leads to a positive classroom environment where students 
are encouraged to try hard, keeps students involved by discussing ideas, and encourages students 
to act in a self-regulated manner (Graham, Harris, & Santangelo, 2015). 
However, when giving feedback, it is essential that the teacher is aware of the 
implications of the input provided to ensure that the student is still in control of their writing 
(Straub, 1996). If students receive too much feedback, they feel as though they lose autonomy 
over the writing process which can decrease intrinsic motivation (Bruning & Horn, 2000). 
Bruning and Horn (2000) recommend teachers should spend just as much time and energy giving 
positive praise for good writing as they do pointing out areas of improvement.  
Allowing for Choice 
Allowing for choice within writing assignments and throughout the writing process 
assists in building student intrinsic motivation; an element CET states is essential to support, 
foster, and grow inherent motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Research shows, when students have 
an interest in a topic students become more invested, enjoy the task, and obtain greater 
knowledge than individuals lacking interest (Schiefele, 1991). According to Turner (1995), 
writers need complex writing tasks to help increase motivation as a result of higher interest, 
opportunity for improvement, and “opportunities to control one’s learning” (p. 31), but writers 
also need to know they can accomplish the task with reasonable effort. For example, Graham, 
Harris, and Santangelo suggest that teachers must adjust writing assignments and instruction, so 
they are “appropriate to student interest and needs” (p. 507), which allows for increased 
responsibility and ownership throughout the writing process. As a result, when individuals 
connect success and factors under their locus of control, those individuals “are more likely to 
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exhibit an adaptive motivational pattern” (Weiner, 1986; Troia et al., 2013, p.19). Additionally, 
when there is a lack of autonomy, students are less likely to perform well due to the belief their 
work will have minimal effect. When students are given a choice in writing assignments, they 
are more likely to find enjoyment in the task, and choice has been found to make a qualitative 
difference in student writing (Larson, Hecker, & Norem, 1985).   
Increased choice with thesis statements, supporting evidence, reading materials, adapting 
of assignments, and discussion around the importance of writing in real-world contexts has also 
led to increased student intrinsic motivation in the writing classroom (LaSalle, 2015). LaSalle 
(2015) implemented artifact analysis to determine if his intervention efforts for increased 
autonomy had a positive impact on student motivation in writing. LaSalle (2015) found that 
student motivation increased as evidenced by more passionate essays, expanded evaluative 
statements, enhanced opinions and quotations, continual elaboration of ideas, and more academic 
risk-taking. LaSalle's ideas stemmed from Ryan and Deci’s (2000a) belief that competence and 
interest are foundational for intrinsic motivation to occur (Deci, 1995).  
Current research on student choice, self-regulation, and positive feedback indicates that 
to increase competence in writing, in relation to writing skills and strategies, as well as  
knowledge and motivation, a significant amount of time is required (Graham, 2006). Sullivan 
(2011) argues that students who are motivated do not typically underachieve, and students that 
are motivated to write do not underachieve. Additionally, it may be useful to inquire how 
implementation of goals and feedback affect students’ motivation to write authentically (Bruning 
& Horn, 2000). Bruning and Horn (2000) also suggest that more research needs to be done “to 
more systematically examine motivation-related factors such as writing efficacy, goal setting, 
and choices about revision during the writing process” (p.33).   
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Based on this review of literature and through the use of artifact analysis, observational 
data, and inquiry data, action research was conducted to determine if student self-goal setting and 
incremental self-progress monitoring impact student intrinsic motivation and writing outcomes.  
Methodology 
Individual classroom action research method and both qualitative and quantitative data 
were used to triangulate research results. Classroom observations to determine time on task and a 
writing motivation questionnaire provided data on student engagement in writing. The TN Ready 
Informational/Expository Rubric (see Appendix A), coupled with student works samples, as well 
as student goal data and progress monitoring afforded data to determine whether goal setting 
impacts students’ academic writing quality. Pre-, post-, and in-progress monitoring assessments 
in the form of writing, as well as pre- and post-questionnaires, provided data to determine 
whether changes occur, and if so, how students’ engagement and writing quality changes.  
The population that participated in this action research study was a group of seven, 
seventh and eighth-grade students in special education in a classical charter school with 
approximately 1,700 students in grades K-12. Students that participated in the study had a range 
of disabilities including Other Health Disabilities (n=2), Autism Spectrum Disorder (n=1), 
Speech Language Disorder (n=4), and Specific Learning Disability (n=5). Additionally, it should 
be noted that five of the seven students qualified for special education in two categories. All 
students in the sample fell into Tier II special education, meaning they spent between 22% and 
60% of their school day in special education or related service settings. The sample contained 
two females and five males; from this representation, four students were in seventh grade and 
three students were in eighth grade. Additionally, students were divided into two separate small 
groups. One group was made up of three students and the other group was made up of four; both 
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groups received daily writing instruction of thirty minutes. All students that participated in the 
study demonstrated discrepancies in writing at varying levels, but all required direct instruction 
remedial writing support.  
Students took a pre- and post-writing questionnaire, the Academic Writing Motivation 
Questionnaire (see Appendix B), before the intervention, after the first writing unit, and after the 
second writing unit as they work towards their overall goal. To examine student intrinsic 
motivation to write, data was collected in the format of questionnaires taken by students and on-
task observations were used as the basis. The Academic Writing Motivation Questionnaire 
(AWMQ) was a twenty question Likert-type scale that asked students to rate their feelings 
towards writing overall, writing feedback, and writing assignments. Students included a number 
identifier on their scoring sheet but did not include their name to ensure anonymity and increase 
authentic responses while still allowing the questionnaires to be compared over time. The 
questionnaire was designed to gather information about the students’ motivation to write and 
their general opinions towards writing for a variety of purposes. Feelings towards writing 
statements included, “I enjoy writing, I like to write down my thoughts, I put a lot of effort into 
my writing, I like classes that require a lot of writing, becoming a better writer is important to 
me, I like to write even if my writing will not be graded, and I practice writing to improve my 
skills.” The feedback statements included, “I like to get feedback from my teacher on my 
writing, I like my writing to be graded, and I like others to read what I have written.” Finally, the 
statements measuring feelings towards writing assignments consisted of, “I complete writing 
assignments even when it is difficult, I enjoy writing assignments that challenge me, I revise my 
writing before turning it in, I enjoy writing expository papers about what I read, I enjoy writing 
research papers, I enjoy writing stories or narratives, I would like to have more opportunities to 
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write in my classes, and I would rather write an essay than answer multiple choice questions.” 
Each time students completed the questionnaire the teacher read aloud the questions to the 
students as students rated themselves independently on their questionnaire form. The data was 
then compiled into three categories, feelings toward writing overall, writing feedback, and 
writing assignments. Paired t-tests were conducted on the data to determine if there was a 
statistically significant change between student feelings towards writing prior to the baseline 
assessment and following the second unit.  
Prior to the implementation of the intervention and during the writing units, the Time-on-
Task Recording sheet (see Appendix C) was utilized to record data through formal observation to 
determine whether time on task increased, decreased, or stayed the same when goal setting was 
implemented. During the observations, on-task behavior indicators included active writing 
during the planning phase, responding to prompts through handwriting or typing, active writing 
when revising, and producing final drafts. Each observation was fifteen minutes in length and 
compared one student to two other students in the group. A positive sign (+) indicated the 
student or peer was on task and a negative sign (-) indicated off-task behavior. During the 
observation, notes were made to indicate specifics of off-task behavior; following each 
observation, the percentage of time off-task behavior for students will be calculated. The data 
from the observation was utilized to determine if and how student engagement changed 
throughout the course of the study.  
Following the initial writing assignment, students graded work was returned with a rubric 
indicating their grade and feedback. Participants engaged in lessons on how to analyze their 
writing feedback, how to write a goal, and how to monitor their progress throughout the writing 
process. Then students completed the Growth Analysis Worksheet (see Appendix D) with their 
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graded rubric from the writing assignment to self-determine areas of growth. After students 
identified an area of growth, students created a self-set a goal using the SMART Goal Worksheet 
(Appendix E) for that area. The following day, students made an action plan utilizing the Action 
Plan Template (Appendix F) for working towards and tracking the data for measuring growth 
towards their goal. Finally, students used the Student Progress Chart (Appendix G) to graph 
progress towards their goal over the course of two writing units, or the equivalent of six to eight 
weeks. At the conclusion of the intervention, the rubrics, goal setting materials, questionnaires, 
student work writing samples, and observation data served as indicators of student intrinsic 
motivation and writing quality. 
Analysis of Data 
Rubric 
The rubric that was used during this study, attached in Appendix A, was the TN Ready 
Grades 6-8 Informational/Explanatory Rubric. Students were graded on the sections of Focus 
and Organization, Development, Language, and Conventions. The area of Focus and 
Organization examines students’ capacity to include an effective introduction and conclusion, 
organizational strategies to create a unified piece and create cohesion by clarifying relationships. 
Students are graded on the implemented evidence and explanations of evidence to demonstrate 
their understanding of the topic in the area of Development. In the area of Language, students are 
scored on their use of sophisticated vocabulary, syntactic variety, use of transition words and 
phrases, and maintaining a formal and objective writing tone. Finally, Conventions examines 
students’ ability to use grade-level conventions with minor errors. The raw data from these 
strands on the graded TN Ready Grades 6-8 Informational/Explanatory Rubric provided pre-, 
interim-, and post-intervention data to determine if the intervention of student self-created 
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writing goals impacted academic quality in writing. The researcher scored each strand and 
subsection of the rubric to determine an overall score for each writing assignment. Scores were 
averaged to determine the effect of the intervention.  
A t-test was conducted to compare student scores on the rubric before and after self-set 
goals were implemented. The t-test determined whether there was statistical significance 
between the initial writing area scores and the final writing scores on the rubric. For a score to be 
considered statistically significant it had to “provide convincing evidence against the null 
hypothesis in favor of the alternative” (D. Lock, E. Lock, P. Lock, R. Lock, Morgan, 2013, 
p.226). When conducting the t-test, an alpha of 0.05 was used to determine statistical 
significance. A score above 0.05 was considered statistically significant, thus favoring the 
alternate hypothesis, Ha = WB < WF, where WB represented the writing baseline score and WF 
represented the final writing score. The null hypothesis, Hn = WB = WF, stated that there was no 
difference between sample means.  
Finally, the rate of improvement for each goal category on the rubric was analyzed to 
determine whether students showed greater improvement in one category over another.  
Academic Writing Motivation Questionnaire  
 Data for the Modified Academic Writing Motivation Questionnaire (AWMQ) was taken 
prior the start of the intervention, after the first writing unit, and again after the second writing 
unit. Following the data collection, sample items were bucketed into three categories: feelings 
towards writing overall, feelings towards writing feedback, and feelings towards writing 
assignments. Student responses from the AWMQ were organized and spot checks were 
conducted with student data to ensure bucketed data produced the same results as the raw data. 
Due to the small sample size, each student was represented one unit of analysis, and answers 
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were recorded at each checkpoint. A t-test was again calculated to determine if there was a 
statistically significant change in intrinsic motivation and feelings towards writing. 
Observation Data - Time on Task 
 Observational data was taken to provide insight into student engagement. The data taken 
during observations were both qualitative and quantitative in nature; a positive (+) sign was 
recorded when students were observed to be on task and writing and a negative sign (-) was 
recorded when students were doing anything other than engaging in writing or brainstorming. 
When students were off task, a note indicated what sort of off-task behavior the student was 
demonstrating. For each observation, four students were observed and compared to each other to 
determine the average percentage of the time on task during the baseline, unit 1, and unit 2 
writing tasks. The data from each observation were then compared to determine whether on-task 
behavior increased, decreased or stayed the same. Qualitative data (notes related to off-task 
behavior) were coded in an effort to uncover themes and identify specific types of off-task 
behavior observed.  
Student Goal Data  
 Student data was comprised of personal growth analysis, a SMART goal drafting 
template, a ‘Make a Plan’ template, and a student self-progress monitoring chart. Student data 
were coded to determine general goal foci aligned to the strands on the rubric: Focus and 
Organization, Development, Language, and Conventions.  
Report of Findings 
The purpose of this study was to determine the impact of self-set writing goals on student 
engagement and academic outcomes in middle school Tier II special education. The research 
design required students to analyze personal data on a rubric to write an appropriate goal for 
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writing improvement. The research used both qualitative data (i.e., a standardized rubric, a 
writing questionnaire, time-on-task observations, and student growth analysis) and qualitative 
data (i.e., observations, student goal materials, and a teacher journal kept by the researcher). 
Writing Motivation 
 This study examined the effect of students’ self-created writing goals in a middle school 
special education environment on students’ intrinsic motivation.  
Students' intrinsic motivation was, in part, measured through analysis of an academic 




Modified Academic Writing Questionnaire Bucketed Results 
 
Students* 
Feelings towards writing overall 
Feelings towards writing 
feedback 
Feelings towards writing 
assignments 
B U1 U2 F B U1 U2 F B U1 U2 F 
 
Brayden 1.78 2.22 2.22 1.63 4.00 2.67 2.67 2.67 1.83 1.57 1.57 1.86 
Hank 1.33 1.67 1.67 0.67 0.67 2.00 2.00 0.00 1.14 0.86 0.86 1.71 
Hammond 1.38 1.11 1.11 1.56 0.67 0.00 0.00 2.33 0.86 0.43 0.43 1.14 
Veronica 2.56 3.11 3.11 2.00 2 3 3 1.33 1.43 1.71 1.71 1.29 
Callie 2.56 3.44 2.78 3.33 2.67 2.33 4.00 3.67 1.57 2.43 2.29 1.71 
Collin 2.67 3.33 2.67 2.67 1.33 1.33 1.33 1.33 1.71 2.29 1.14 1.71 
Elliot 2.75 2.44 2.67 3.11 2 1.67 2.33 2.33 2.71 2.43 2.83 3.00 
Group 
Average 2.15 2.48 2.32 2.15 1.9 1.86 2.19 1.95 1.60 1.67 1.52 1.78 
 
Note. B indicates before baseline, U1 indicates before unit 1, U2 indicates before unit 2, F 
indicates after unit 2, 0 indicates strongly disagree, 1 indicates disagree, 2 indicates uncertain, 3 
indicates agree, 4 indicates strongly agree 
 
*The names in this table are pseudonyms for participants in this study. 
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When reviewing student feelings towards writing overall data, most student responses 
were in the areas of disagree, uncertain, and agree with statements regarding positive feelings 
towards writing. For the most part, participants rated themselves in the area of agree with general 
writing statements. Over the course of the intervention, some students improved from start to 
finish, other students decreased, and some students stayed the same with their scoring.  In the 
area of feelings towards writing feedback, there was a wide range of opinion towards feedback. 
Again student scores varied greatly and at first glance, there does not appear to be a clear trend. 
Finally, in the area of feelings towards writing assignments, students, with the exception of 
Veronica and Collin, increased.  
Next, a paired t-test was conducted to determine if there was a statistically significant 
difference between the results of the AWMQ that was given before the baseline writing 
assessment and AWMQ that was administered following the final writing assessment. A null and 
alternate hypothesis was conducted for each of the bucket categories, as well as a cumulative null 
and alternate hypothesis that was made up of all of the sample items, which is represented in 
Tables 2, 3, 4, and 5.  
Table 2 shows the alternate hypothesis was rejected in favor of the null hypothesis. The 
null hypothesis states, that there was no correlation that student overall feelings towards writing 
were impacted by the implemented intervention of self-set goals, while the alternate hypothesis 
states, that there was a correlation between the implemented intervention on student feelings 
towards writing tasks. When looking at the raw data for means, before (2.18) and after (2.15), 
there does not appear to be a strong correlation. When the paired t-test score was conducted it 
affirmed that there was not a statistically significant difference in student feelings towards 
writing as a result of the intervention. 





Feelings Towards Writing Overall 
 Before Baseline Writing After Final Writing 
Mean 2.18 2.15 
Standard Deviation 1.45 1.49 
 Results 
Paired T-Test Score 0.125 
Two-Tailed P-Value 0.9009 
Confidence Interval 0.05 
Note. The alpha for this t-test was set at 0.05. The null hypothesis used was Ho: WB = WF and 
the alternate hypothesis was Ha: WB < WF. The alternate hypothesis is rejected in favor of the 
null because there is not enough evidence to say the results were because of student self-set 
goals. 
  
Table 3 shows the alternate hypothesis was rejected in favor of the null hypothesis. The 
null hypothesis states, that there was no correlation that student feelings towards writing 
feedback were impacted by the implemented intervention of self-set goals, while the alternate 
hypothesis states, that there was a correlation between the implemented intervention on student 
feelings towards writing feedback. When looking at the raw data for means, before (1.9) and 
after (1.95), there does not appear to be a strong correlation. When the paired t-test score was 
conducted, it affirmed that there was not a statistically significant difference in student feelings 
towards writing as a result of the intervention. The two-tailed p-value of 0.9166 demonstrates 













Feelings Towards Writing Feedback 
 Before Baseline Writing After Final Writing 
Mean 1.9 1.95 
Standard Deviation 1.77 1.4 
 Results 
Paired T-Test Score 0.1054 
Two-Tailed P-Value 0.9166 
Confidence Interval 0.05 
Note. The alpha for this t-test was set at 0.05. The null hypothesis used was Ho: FB = FF and the 
alternate hypothesis was Ha: FB < FF. The alternate hypothesis is rejected in favor of the null 
because there is not enough evidence to say the results were because of student self-set goals. 
 
 Table 4 depicts the alternate hypothesis was rejected in favor of the null hypothesis. The 
null hypothesis states, that there was no impact on student feelings towards writing assignments 
by the implemented intervention of self-set goals, while the alternate hypothesis states, that there 
was an impact between the implemented intervention on student feelings towards writing 
assignments. When looking at the raw data for means, before (1.6) and after (1.78), it was 
difficult to predict without a t-test if there was a statistically significant difference in score. When 
the paired t-test score was conducted it declared that there was not a statistically significant 
difference in student feelings towards writing as a result of the intervention. The two-tailed p-
value of 0.54875 demonstrates that there was not sufficient evidence to show that there was an 











Feelings Towards Writing Assignments 
 Before Baseline Writing After Final Writing 
Mean 1.6 1.78 
Standard Deviation 1.48 1.36 
 Results 
Paired T-Test Score 0.5475 
Two-Tailed P-Value 0.606 
Confidence Interval 0.05 
Note. The alpha for this t-test was set at 0.05. The null hypothesis used was Ho: AB = AF and 
the alternate hypothesis was Ha: AB < AF. The alternate hypothesis is rejected in favor of the 
null because there is not enough evidence to say the results were because of student self-set 
goals. 
 
Table 5 shows the alternate hypothesis was rejected in favor of the null hypothesis. The 
null hypothesis states, that there was no impact that student feelings towards writing from the 
AWMQ as a whole by the implemented intervention of self-set goals, while the alternate 
hypothesis states, that there was a correlation between the implemented intervention on student 
feelings towards writing feedback. When looking at the raw data for means, before (1.9) and 
after (1.98), there does not appear to be a statistically significant reason to reject the null 
hypothesis. When the paired t-test score was conducted, it affirmed that there was not a 
statistically significant difference in student feelings towards writing as a result of the 
intervention. The two-tailed p-value of 0.7586 demonstrates that there was not sufficient 











AWMQ Overall Feelings 
 Before Baseline Writing After Final Writing 
Mean 1.91 1.98 
Standard Deviation 1.52 1.43 
 Results 
Paired T-Test Score 0.308 
Two-Tailed P-Value 0.7586 
Confidence Interval 0.05 
Note. The alpha for this t-test was set at 0.05. The null hypothesis used was Ho: OB = OF and 
the alternate hypothesis was Ha: OB < OF. The alternate hypothesis is rejected in favor of the 
null because there is not enough evidence to say the results were because of student self-set 
goals. 
 
Despite the lack of evidence to show statistical significance with regard to feelings 
towards writing, there was evidence to support increased student engagement in writing as seen 
in Figure 1. 
Figure 1 is a comparison of one student to three of their peers over the course of three 
observations during each writing unit. During the baseline writing task, the group of students 
were on task 53% of the time and off task 47% of the time. However, during Unit 1 the group’s 
percent of the time on task increased to 70%, a 17% increase. During Unit 2, the group was on 
task an average of 83% of the time, and off task 17% of the time. The overall percent of the time 
on task increased by 30% over the course of the intervention. This means students increased their 
time writing by an additional four and a half minutes during the observation time, or an 




Running Heading: GOAL SETTING AND ENGAGEMENT  25 
 
 
Figure 1.  The average percentage of time on task during fifteen-minute observations over the 
course of the intervention. 
 
 
In Figure 2, the percent of the type of off-task behavior are shown in each category. The 
most common off-task behavior was demonstrating no activity at all, which may include looking 
around the room or staring at an object or person. The next most common off-task behavior was 
talking with a peer. The third most frequent off-task activity was personal grooming which 
included, tying shoes, playing with hair, and picking at fingernails, to name a few. The last 
category involved students looking through their materials such as their binder or planner when it 










Figure 2. The number of occurrences for each type of off-task behavior is listed over the course 
of the intervention. 
 
Academic Writing Outcomes 
This study also examined the effect of student self-created writing goals in a middle 
school special education environment on the quality of students’ academic writing. To answer 
this, students completed a baseline writing task and were scored using a standardized academic 
writing rubric (Table 6). 
In Table 6, student scores are recorded from the rubric for each stage of the intervention 
process to include each category on the rubric, as well as the students’ overall score and goal 
area score. Students chose goals in every category, two students in Focus and Organization, two 
students in Development, two students in the area of Language, and one student chose to write 
his goal in the Conventions category. Students showed increased academic writing outcomes 
between the pre-intervention task and the final writing task. Between the baseline writing 
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assignment and the unit 1 writing assignment three students, Brayden, Hank, and Hammond, 
demonstrated decreased scores in some of the categories. However, all categories demonstrating 
this decrease in scores increased again (at least to the level of the original score) by the final 
writing task. The one exception was Hank’s scores in the conventions category. Total scores on 





Rubric Scores for Goal Setting Study 
 
 Baseline Unit 1 Unit 2 
Students* F/O D L C TS G F/O D L C TS G F/O D L C TS G 
 
Hammond 2 2.5 2.25 3 2.4 1 2.5 2 2.25 3 2.4 3 3.25 4 4 3 3.6 2 
Veronica 3.5 3 2.5 3 3 3 3.75 4 3 3 3.4 3 4 4 3.75 3 3.7 4 
Elliot 2 3 2.5 2.5 2.5 3 3.5 3 2.5 3 3 3 3.75 3 4 3 3.4 3 
Hank 1.75 2.5 2.5 2.5 2.3 2 1.75 2.5 2 2 2 3 3.25 3 2.5 2 2.6 3 
Callie 2 2.5 2.75 2 2.3 2 4 3 3.25 3 3.3 3 3.25 4 2.75 3 3.25 3 
Collin 2.25 2 1.75 2.5 2.1 1 2.75 2.5 2.75 2.5 2.6 3 2.25 2.5 2.75 2 2.6 3 
Brayden 2.75 2.5 2.5 2.5 2.6 2 3 3 2.25 3 2.8 3 4 3.5 3.5 3 3.5 3 
 
Notes. F/O indicates Focus & Organization, D indicates Development, L indicates Language, C 
indicates Conventions, TS indicates Total Score, G indicates Goal Area, 1 indicates Below 
Basic, 2 indicates Basic, 3 indicates Proficient, 4 indicates = Advanced, yellow boxes indicate 
goal category. 
 
*The names in this table are pseudonyms for participants in this study. 
  
Average rubric scores for the group as a whole were calculated (see Figure 3). The results 
show the group of participants increased by an average of 0.3 points from the baseline to the end 
of unit 1. Between unit 1 and unit 2, the group increased an average of 0.4 points, for an overall 
gain of 0.7 points.  





Figure 3. The average scores total scores for student overall totals on the TN Ready Grades 6-8 
Informational/Explanatory Rubric over the course of the goal setting intervention. 
 
 
Scores were also averaged for students choosing each of the goal categories: Focus and 
Organization, Development, Language, and Conventions (see Figure 4). Students that chose a 
goal in the Language category appeared to improve their scores the most (1.5). Students that 
chose a goal in the Development category appeared to make the least amount of growth (0.5). 














Figure 4. The average rate of improvement is for each category on the TN Ready Grades 6-8 
Informational/Explanatory Rubric over the course of the goal setting intervention. 
 
Finally, when determining the statistical significance of the student’s average initial and 
final writing scores using a paired t-test, the null hypothesis, Hn: WB = WF, states that there was 
no difference between sample means. The alternate hypothesis, Ha: WB < WF, where WB 
represents the writing baseline score and WF represents the final writing score. The t-score was 
4.5826 with a p-value of 0.0038, indicating the results were statistically significant and unlikely 
to happen by random chance alone. This indicates the intervention did influence students’ 
academic writing scores. As a result of the data, the following section provides application 
suggestions, as well as recommendations for future action research.  
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Conclusion 
 The purpose of this action research study was to determine if student self-set goals 
impacted writing motivation and academic outcomes. Cognitive Evaluation Theory (CET) 
focuses on two of the three needs defined by Self Determination Theory (SDT), which are 
autonomy and competence (Ryan & Deci, 2000). CET claims that autonomy and competence are 
necessary to allow intrinsic motivation to flourish (Ryan & Deci, 2000). The basis of this action 
research study focused on students that self-set writing goals to increase autonomy over what 
they wanted to focus on during upcoming writing units, as well as to increase their competence 
in the specific areas of their choice. With those two goals in mind, the action research considered 
if student intrinsic motivation and their writing competence were impacted.  
According to rubric scores, students’ writing competence did increase in their goal areas 
and on other rubric strands. Students’ scores increased in their goal areas as well as overall on 
the rubric. However, some students increased their scores more rapidly than others, which led to 
attaining their goal during the first writing task with the intervention. The students that reached 
their goal during the first writing task chose to work on continuing to maintain the growth they 
made during the second writing task.   
Additionally, although the goal setting appeared to increase student motivation, it was 
hard to say definitively that students’ scores increased solely because of goal setting. The time of 
year that each of the writing tasks was administered may also have impacted student scores. For 
example, the baseline assessment was given during the first quarter of the school year, while the 
second unit was administered in the two weeks after winter break and leading up to finals. 
Students knew that their grade from the writing task would also be part of their final exam grade, 
which may have impacted student data to be more extrinsically motivated rather than 
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intrinsically motivated by goals. Another impact of increased goal scores may also have been as 
a result of the types of writing students were doing and topics that were of more interest than 
others. Finally, the direct instruction that students received cannot also be discounted as the 
reasoning behind the increase in student scores. To better understand if goal setting was the 
result of increased intrinsic motivation, and as a result increase academic outcomes, students’ 
motivation to write was also examined.  
The study found that in the three areas of overall feelings towards writing, feelings 
towards writing feedback, and feelings towards writing assignments, on the Modified Academic 
Writing Motivation Questionnaire (AWMQ) there was no statistically significant change, 
positive or negative, in writing motivation throughout the course of the study. Though these data 
suggest that implementing self-set goals to increase writing motivation was not effective, the 
scores may have been affected by other factors. First, some students chose not to answer some of 
the questions in each of the AWMQ’s that were administered. This may resulted from students’ 
not understanding the question or unintentionally skipping the question. Second, the AWMQ was 
a list of twenty questions, which may have been too many questions for students to answer about 
their feelings towards writing. Third, since students took the assessment so many times and the 
questions were not in a randomized order, they may have attempted to answer the questions the 
same way each time. Another possibility was that some students may have answered questions 
without reading them.  
The last area to consider with student intrinsic writing motivation was the outcomes of 
the on-task observations that were conducted. Throughout the three observations student time on 
task increased by 30%. Students receiving writing services participate in a thirty-minute writing 
class daily; meaning that, over the course of the intervention, students increased their writing 
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time in class by nine minutes a day (45 minutes a week). Again, this may have been influenced 
by other factors (i.e., writing topic, time of year, and increased competency to write.) However, 
the results of this study raised additional questions about influences on student success and 
engagement in writing. Recommendations for incorporating self-set goals into the classroom and 
suggestions for further applications of this action research are included in the following section. 
Recommendations 
The purpose of this action research was to increase student motivation to write and 
overall academic writing outcomes. It was hoped that student feelings towards writing would 
improve to see the value in writing for the joy of the activity itself (Ryan & Deci, 2000), rather 
than writing to complete activities to achieve outcomes other than learning (Deci, 1971). As 
outlined in the previous section, it appears that students’ academic writing outcomes may have 
been positively impacted by goal setting; however, there was no definitive evidence to say that 
the increased outcomes were a direct result of the intervention. Despite this, an intervention 
similar to one described in this action research study has the potential to increase student 
intrinsic writing motivation.  
Some of the logistics and refinements that should be considered when implementing this 
type of action research. The first consideration should come from the lengthiness of the AWMQ 
(Appendix B), which may have impacted student responses and attention when completed. 
Somethings to consider would be to shorten the AWMQ to a total of no more than five high-
leverage and targeted questions, as well as to format the AWMQ into a digital format and make 
the questions randomized so they do not appear in the same order each time. The hope would be 
that these modifications would afford more accurate responses. Another modification would be 
to only administer the AWMQ twice, once prior to the baseline assessment and then again after 
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the final unit. Allowing for additional comments or asking more open-ended questions may also 
provide more insight into student motivation. Both would hopefully increase the reflection time 
student spent on responses to ensure the most accurate responses possible.  
Additionally, when considering how to modify student materials to increase academic 
outcomes, future researchers may want to consider simplifying the rubric into a more student-
friendly language. Initially, many questions arose from students about what certain aspects of the 
rubrics meant which may have impacted the goals that students chose. Students may also benefit 
from more concrete timelines when setting their goals, instead of freely choosing their own 
timeline. This error may have been alleviated had the rubric been clearer initially. Other 
modifications to consider would be to start with a selection of goals for students to choose from 
during the first time implementing the intervention, and then slowly pulling away from the 
supports in following interventions to allow students to gain understanding of how to most 
effectively write an attainable goal.  
In addition to the goal setting, other supports put into place as a result of the intervention 
should also be considered as possible action research topics.  For example, future action 
researchers interested in writing outcomes may want to consider additional research related to 
the methodology of the format of instruction. When writing goals, students came up with an 
action plan and specific supports needed to reach their goal; as a result, more individualized 
instruction was provided by the teacher better allowing each student to obtain their goals. This 
instructional method also leads to student advocacy as a result of goal setting to obtain their 
goals – another topic that could be further studied in future research.  
Finally, the part of the action research found to be most valuable and encouraging wasn’t 
something that was intended to be part of the research at all. In the midst of the study, a 
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participant was responding to a journal prompt as part of a warm-up activity at the start of one of 
the sessions and found value in the activity. It was a Friday afternoon, during the last hour of the 
school day and she asked to take her writing journal home to continue writing over the weekend, 
despite the writing assignment not being graded. The student returned to school Monday 
morning eager to share that she had written two more pages in response to the prompt in her 
writing journal. The student shared that she couldn’t wait to share what she had written and 
receive feedback. Also during the writing evaluation, two other students made comments that 
they could see their writing getting better when comparing assignments they completed. 
Although there may have been other factors that contributed to student success, the ultimate goal 
was for students to experience success and be motivated by their success in writing. The impact 
of self-set goals on writing motivation and academic outcomes has the potential to have a 
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01.	I	enjoy	writing. 0 1 2 3 4 
02.	I	like	to	write	down	my	thoughts. 0 1 2 3 4 
03.	I	complete	a	writing	assignment	even	
when	it	is	difficult. 
0 1 2 3 4 
04.	I	put	a	lot	of	effort	into	my	writing. 0 1 2 3 4 
05.	I	like	to	get	feedback	from	my	teacher	on	
my	writing. 
0 1 2 3 4 
06.	I	easily	focus	when	I’m	writing. 0 1 2 3 4 
07.	I	like	my	writing	to	be	graded. 0 1 2 3 4 
08.	I	like	classes	that	require	a	lot	of	writing. 0 1 2 3 4 
09.	Becoming	a	better	writer	is	important	to	
me. 
0 1 2 3 4 
10.	I	enjoy	writing	assignments	that	
challenge	me. 
0 1 2 3 4 
11.	I	revise	my	writing	before	turning	it	in. 0 1 2 3 4 
12.	I	enjoy	writing	expository	papers	about	
what	I	read. 
0 1 2 3 4 
13.	I	like	to	write	even	if	my	writing	will	not	
be	graded. 
0 1 2 3 4 
14.	I	like	others	to	read	what	I	have	written. 0 1 2 3 4	
	
 














15.	I	enjoy	writing	research	papers. 0 1 2 3 4 
16.	I	enjoy	writing	stories	or	narratives. 0 1 2 3 4 
17.	I	would	like	to	have	more	opportunities	
to	write	in	classes. 
0 1 2 3 4 
18.	I	practice	writing	to	improve	my	skills. 0 1 2 3 4 
19.	I	would	rather	write	an	essay	than	
answer	multiple	choice	questions.	
0	 1	 2	 3	 4	




















 Adapted	from	Payne,	A.	(2012).	Development	of	the	academic	writing	motivation	questionnaire	(Unpublished	master’s	thesis).	The	University	of	Georgia,	Athens,	GA.	(pp.	35-36). ©	2012	Ashley	Payne 
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 Skill	I’m	choosing	to	work	on	in	the	upcoming	unit:	_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ _________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ _________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________	
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Appendix E Name:		____________________________________________________	Date:	_______________________________ 
 STUDENT	SMART	GOAL	MAP Directions:	After	filling	out	your	self-assessment	sheet,	decide	what	you	would	like	to	work	on	and	how	you	will	accomplish	your	goal.	Then,	write	your	goal	in	a	complete	sentence	on	the	back	of	this	page. 
 
 
S Make	it	Specific What	do	you	want	to	accomplish?  
M Make	it	Measurable How	will	you	know	when	you	have	accomplished	your	goal?  
A Make	it	Attainable How	can	the	goal	be	accomplished?  
 
R Make	it	Relevant Is	this	goal	worth	working	hard	to	accomplish?	Explain.	What	do	you	need	from	your	teacher	to	help	you	accomplish	this	goal? 





























































































Running Heading: GOAL SETTING AND ENGAGEMENT  52 
 
 
 
 
